The Mass Media: Co-authors of Modern Olympics by Moragas i Spà, Miquel de
T H E  M A S S  M E D I A :  
C O - A U T H O R S  O F  
M O D E R N  O L Y M P I C S  
THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PUBLICITY, SPONSORSHIP AND 
TELEVISION AUDIENCES HAS AN INDIRECT EFFECT ON THE 
ORGANIZATION OF THE GAMES. 
M l Q U E L  DE MORAGAS D E A N  O F  F A C U L T A T  C I E N C I E S  D E  L A  I N F O R M A C I ~  
r he importance of the mass media n Olympic sport today can be leen in al1 aspects of al1 its activi- 
ties. 1 ne mass media already play an im- 
portant part in a very wide range of the 
activities of modern society: politics, 
culture, finance; but in the case of sport 
and the Olympics the relationship 
with the mass media could almost be de- 
scribed as symbiotic. 
This relationship is to be seen not only 
in the communications aspects of the 
Olympics, such as the shaping of public 
opinion, international television cov- 
erage, or the cultural aspects of the 
Games, but also, due to the importance 
of communications in contemporary so- 
ciety, in every level and every aspect of 
Olympic sport. to such an extent that it 
determines the organization of the 
Games themselves. 
To start with, the mass media condition 
the econornics of the Games. Television 
rights could amount to 40 % or 50 % of 
the total revenue foreseen for the Barce- 
lona Olympics. 
The relationship which arises between 
publicity, sponsorship and television 
audiences also has an indirect effect 
on the organization of the Games. The 
timing depends heavily on American 
"primetime" viewing (12 o'clock mid- 
night in Barcelona). The promotion of 
particular athletic specialities is increas- 
ingly conditioned by its value as a televi- 
sion spectacle. Technological and tele- 
communications investments already 
depend on communications functions. 
Even the interval between Games has been 
and will be affected by conditioningfactors 
of the communications market. The two- 
yearly alternation of winter and summer 
Games, which will takeplace afterthe 1992 
Olympic Games, is clearly a result of the 
need to avoid tlie concentration and satu- 
ration of publicity and to adapt to the spon- 
sors' investment calendar. 
The role of TV. 
With the United States audience as the 
principal driving force, accounting for al- 
most 75 % of the revenue through televi- 
sion broadcasts of the Games, the rne- 
dium plays a central role in the Games. 
One could almost say that television had 
been invented with sports broadcasts in 
mind. As regards both the broadcast ma- 
terial and the value of investments 
in publicity, the incidence of televised 
sport is growing al1 the time. Specialized 
channels appear -local and satellite- 
and the largest, most varied audiences 
correspond to sports broadcasts: the 
Olyrnpics, football championships, 
grands prix in tennis, motor racing, golf, 
etc. 
The spectacular nature of sport (skill, 
chance, rivalry, personal identification, 
emotion, surprise, etc.) are perfectly 
adapted to the viewing conditions associ- 
ated with television. To the extent that 
the acceptance or rejection of sporting 
events seems to depend on their suitabili- 
ty for television. 
The influence of television on sport and 
vice versa will continue to grow over the 
next few years, as high definition televi- 
sion comes onto the market, with sport as 
its main guarantee of success. 
A reliable indicator of this symbiosis can 
be found in the spectacular rise in the 
cost of television broadcasting rights for 
the Olympic Games: from the 50,000 
dollars paid by CBS in Rome in 1960, to 
the 300 million dollars paid by NBC 
in Seul, or the 400 million dollars 
which Barcelona is negotiating with the 
American channels as 1 write these 
lines. 
NBC has jumped from 20 hours of 
broadcasts in Rome to 180 hours in Seul. 
Progress continues and it is difficult at 
this moment to predict the number of 
hours that the cable networks will require 
in the coming years. 
We have to speak of a symbiosis because 
television and the Olympics influence 
one another mutually. In fact the process 
is indistinguishable from the processes by 
which the economy and technology of 
communications have been international- 
ized over the last few years. 
Al1 the statistics relating to television 
rights or Olympic audiences show an ap- 
parently inexplicable leap between the 
1976 Games (Innsbruck and Montreal) 
and the 1984 Games (Sarajevo and Los 
Angeles). In 1976, the American televi- 
sion network ABC paid 10 and 25 million 
dollars for the winter and summer Olym- 
pic Games respectively, while in 1984, 
the same network had to pay 92 and 225 
million dollars. 
But in fact it can be seen that this growth 
coincides with the general introduction of 
the use of communications satellites for 
commercial and conventional television 
broadcasts, both on an international leve1 
and within the United States. 
The Moscow Olympics were the first to 
be broadcast by INTELSAT. Since then, 
one cannot speak of the Olympics 
without taking into account the incidence 
of communications satellites. 
In Seul, INTELSAT broadcast a total of 
7,500 hours, using 9 of its 14 satellites, to 
televisions in 170 countries around the 
world. 
Communications technologies give the 
Olympics the international dimension the 
movement needs. The Olympics provide 
another, this time peaceful, means for 
the introduction of communications 
technologies. 
The Olympics and the lnternational Press. 
It is generally recognized that the Olym- 
pics go beyond the strict limits of sport, 
and become a phenomenon of great 
cultural and political importante to our 
society. The Olympic Games, as a specta- 
cle and from the point of view of commu- 
nications, are one of the most important 
events in world-wide propagation of 
culture, or of the collective imagination 
of today . 
This is so, undoubtedly, thanks to the 
action of the mass media. 
In global terms, it cannot be denied that 
the real protagonists of the Games' cultu- 
ral policy are the journalists. 
Through their work, journalists are re- 
sponsible for the fulfillment or negation of 
the Olympic ideals, the exercise of critica1 
reason on the Games' commercialization 
and economic dependence, the inter- 
pretations of international relations and 
their political implications, the evaluation 
of the sporting performance itself, as a 
stimulus to participation or as a barrier to 
negative values such as the he-man cult, 
violence, hero-worship, insolidarity, 
"supermanism", etc. 
At some point in the future, possibly in 
Barcelona, the Olympic Games will bring 
together more journalists than athletes; 
the figures for press activity at the games 
are spectacular. The "press family" at 
Seul had more than 5,000 members, with 
15,000 employees, consuming 265,000 
photocopies a day, and permanently using 
1,500 telephones. 
But the real effects of their activity tran- 
scends the bounds of quantitative calcu- 
lus: millions of copies of newspapers, bil- 
lions of conversations about the Olym- 
pics sparked off al1 over the world, and 
the shaping of international public opin- 
ion on the most far-reaching event of our 
times. 
The mass media are co-authors of 
the modern Olympics, but they are 
principally responsible for their cultu- 
ral orientation. Barcelona'92 and its 
cultural policy have a historic re- 
sponsibility before international public 
opinion, unlike any other our city 
has had to take on throughout its 
history. M 
